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Christmas Eve Day, 1914, somewhere near Ypres 


"Hannes, come give us a hand," Corporal Pär Sundström called to the youngest - and tallest - member of the 

platoon. "You're probably the only one who can reach to put this up there," he said, handing the young private 
a carved wooden star and some wire, and gesturing to the little fir tree someone had dragged into the trench 

from somewhere behind the lines. "Goodness knows | certainly can't do it," he added to laughter from everyone 
in earshot, as Par was the shortest man in the platoon. 


Hannes took the star and carefully wired it to the top of the little fir tree. Others had already hung inedible 
little crab apples as decorations, along with crude fabric bows that he realized were made from strips of 
fabric cut from a French soldier's uniform trousers. Well, they looked festive enough, although Hannes tried 
not to think too hard about why the Frenchman had parted company with his trousers. He tried not to think at 
all about the Christmas he'd be missing with his family. His father, a wealthy jeweler, loved the holiday and 
always held a lavish feast for the whole Van Dahl family as well as providing good dinners and small gifts for 
the families of their servants. 


Sporadic gunfire sounded in the distance, then a heavy thud came from within the trench, followed almost 
immediately by the dulcet tones of Joakim Brodén roaring, "Be careful, dummkopf!" 


"I am being careful, Jocke," a voice Hannes didn't recognize said. "You're the one who decided you and | could lift 


that thing alone. But just because you're built like an ox doesn't mean the rest of us are." 


"Fine, fine.. | suppose here is as good a place as any," Joakim said. "Just help me shove it right against the wall 


so that people can get by." 


Hannes had to go look, and just stopped to stare. Somehow Joakim had found and transported an upright piano 
into the trench. "What on earth?" he asked. 


Joakim looked proud of himself. "| spotted it in that town a couple miles behind the lines, when we came 
through on our way here. | think it came from a music school or concert hall or something, there were a 
couple of grand pianos in the place as well, but of course the officers bivouacked there kept those for 
themselves. But | asked if | could have this one, and they laughed, but gave written permission that | could 
take it, as long as | could move it" He grinned and added, "I don't think they thought | could, and | only wish | 


could see their faces now that it's gone - | collected it along with our resupply that | was sent for yesterday." 


"You play, Jocke?" Hannes asked. He knew the sturdily built man had a good, if unrefined, singing voice as he 
often led the men in popular - or bawdy - tunes on the rare occasions they'd been sent back behind the lines 
for a couple of days’ leave. But it never occurred to him that Joakim, the orphaned son of a gristmill worker, 


knew how to play an instrument, let alone one as costly as a piano. 


‘| do, actually," Joakim said. "When | was a boy, the minister's wife caught me sneaking into the church after 
services to poke at the piano there and try to pick out the hymns we'd sang that day. Apparently | managed 
well enough to impress her, and so she arranged to give me piano lessons that | paid for by working in her 
garden, splitting wood in winter, things of that nature. She used to joke that it was to her benefit as well, as 
she was the only pianist in our village at the time, and once | learned to play well enough, she could ask me to 


play a service in her place sometimes, when she felt poorly or whatever." 

"Huh," Hannes said. "Well, I'm glad you have yourself a piano, then" 

"So am |, perhaps we can sing some Christmas carols later, if we don't get fired upon," Joakim said with a 

smile. "We have a tree, and of course Par has a Bible, seeing as he's a minister's son, and he said he would 
read from the Gospel, and we can sing while | play. It might not be the Christmas we want, but its better 
than nothing, right, Hannes?" 


Hannes nodded. "Yes, better than nothing," he agreed. 


Par looked over and put in, "Command has said we will not be asked to attack tomorrow, for Christmas. 


Although we will be expected to keep alert, and to return fire if we are fired upon" 


"Good, we'll definitely have time for caroling," Joakim said. "Lets just hope we're not attacked tonight. | would 
hate for the piano to be ruined after all the work | put in getting it here." 


Hannes and Par both laughed at that, and the three men separated to go about their duties. 


FEKE 


On the other side of No Man's Land, Sergeant Chris Rörland smiled sadly as he gazed at a photo of his mother 
and little sister. It had been waiting for him on his last rotation to the rear for a couple of days' leave time. In 
her letter, his mother had spoken cheerfully of her efforts at keeping up the dairy business on the family's 
estate, saying that she'd taken the rather unusual step of recruiting the young women of the village to work 
as cowherds and milkers, as well as to take on the more traditionally female tasks of making butter and cheese 
in the dairy. She also said that twelve-year-old Georgianne had taken it upon herself to learn to milk the cows 


so that she could do her part to help out. He just wished he could see them for Christmas. 


Chris missed home, perhaps more than many, because it had become his home so unexpectedly. His father, a 
botanist, had originally left Sweden to study the plants of the Yorkshire moors, but fell in love with his mother 
Mary and stayed, taking a position at Trinity College in Cambridge University. Mary's brother and only sibling, 
along with her parents, died in a railway accident, leaving her to inherit the family's estate and dairy business. 
A practical woman and a suffragist, Mary saw to the running of the estate, leaving Chris's father Oskar to 
continue his botanical research. The family had only moved to the estate some five years previously, before 


that, they'd had a small house in Cambridge. 


"Looking at your photographs again?" came the French-accented voice of his second cousin, Tommy Johanssen. 
Their mutual great-grandmother had married twice, and Tommy's grandfather left Sweden to study 
architecture at the Sorbonne in Paris, marrying a Parisian woman and remaining in France. The two branches 
of the family had remained in contact, so when the war started, Tommy volunteered his services as a 


translator and liaison between French and British troops and wangled an assignment to Chris's platoon 


‘Of course," Chris said with a rueful grin. "They were all so sure the war would be over by now, yet here we 
sit, spending as much time fighting the trench rats and lice as we do fighting Huns. Maybe the photo of Mum 
and Georgianne isn't as.. interesting.. as some of the naughty postcards you own, but its still nice to get a 


glimpse of home, you know?" 


"Very true," Tommy agreed. "But as Maman never sits for photographs, | can only be reminded of Paris and 
the delights to be found there by looking at my naughty postcards! Actually, | wanted to let you know that 
we've.. sourced a bit of Christmas cheer for tomorrow, assuming the Huns will allow us the time to enjoy it. | 
assume you are aware of the orders that we do not attack tomorrow, although if we should be attacked, we 
are to defend our position We've.. acquired.. several bottles of wine, and that farmer we escorted away from 
the lines two weeks ago sent us a jar of honey and a bushel of apples. Also, Maman sent my guitar, and | 
picked that up on our last leave, so we can have some music with our caroling tomorrow if we wish it.” A 


talented musician, Tommy loved showing off his skill to new people. 


"Oh, | bet everyone will appreciate that," Chris said with a smile. "It will be good to have some sort of 


celebration, even if it isn't the one we all wanted. Let's hope the Huns also choose to celebrate Christmas 


tomorrow." The two cousins continued to chat about their hopes for Christmas and the future as they 


checked over their gear and waited for their next orders or the next attack, whichever came first. 


FEKE 


Later that afternoon, a bombardment started, quickly followed by shots across No Man's Land. Joakim 
grumbled and draped a tarp over his piano and leaned some plywood against it to try to protect it before 
grabbing his rifle and taking up his position on the firing line. Pär, in charge of reloading the belts of bullets 
into the two machine guns the platoon had, called for Hannes to fetch more, as the skirmish looked like it 
might take some time to end. 


Hannes slipped along the trench, heading for the niche where they stored their ammunition supplies. As he 
went, he had to pause and duck for cover as a mortar shell landed just in front of the trench, blowing the 
closest man on the line clear across the trench to land in a broken heap on the other side. Another man fell to 
rifle fire, dropping to the bottom of the trench nearly at his feet. He flinched back, then continued on his 


assigned task. 


Across No Man's Land, Tommy's rifle jammed, and he cursed. Then he pulled a grenade from his pocket and 
pulled the pin. Holding the handle down, he yelled in warning, "Grenade!" just in case the explosive device landed 


too close to their own trench. Everyone near him ducked as he threw the grenade as hard as he could. 


In the German trench, Hannes had just about reached his destination when he just barely caught movement 
from the corner of his eye. Thinking it was most likely one of the rats that lived in the trenches, he nearly 
nudged it with his toe before he registered what he was really seeing: a live grenade that had just dropped 
into the trench. He turned to run. "Grenade!" he yelled, just before it detonated. The shock wave knocked him 


off his feet and into the dirt, and he knew no more. 


The explosion threw him to a spot behind Joakim. The skirmish tapered off, ending as most did, when both 
sides realized they weren't drawing their opponents out of their own trenches, although the artillery fire 
continued sporadically along the line. Joakim, intent on inspecting his newly acquired piano for damage, nearly 
tripped over Hannes. He rolled the younger man over, rewarded by a soft moan. "Hannes? Can you hear me? 
Wake up, man!" Joakim slapped the blond's cheeks lightly, trying to elicit a response. "Come on, man," he urged. 
"Can you hear me? Hannes. Hannes!" 


Hannes opened his eyes, his bleary gaze resting on two or three Joakims who seemed to waver and merge and 


separate again. He groaned and closed his eyes again, feeling sick. 


Joakim sighed and grabbed the tall young man under the arms, dragging him to a wider spot in the trench, 


where he could be looked over more easily. 


"Probably just a mild concussion," the medic said, giving Hannes a cursory check. "You said he opened his eyes 


already?" 


"Yes," Joakim confirmed. 


"Just let him sleep it off, then," the medic said. "Trying to transport him to the rear will be harder on him 


than leaving him here in as protected a corner as you can find for him. 
"Put him over here, Joakim," Par said, indicated a bench built into the wall of the trench. 


Joakim did so. "He's a nice kid," he commented. "Very polite, too. | could see him trying to hide his surprise that 


a poor man like me could play piano, when he saw me and Heinrich shoving it into place earlier.’ 


Par nodded. "Well, you have to admit, it is unusual," he said. "Pianos are very large as well as costly, and so 


mainly played by the aristocracy, or at least the very wealthy." 


"True enough," Joakim said. "And now, to go see if the piano survived the bombardment. | really hope so, | 


would be quite unhappy if it was destroyed before | had the chance to play it" 


"Right, go on and check it," Par said with a laugh. "I'll keep watch on Hannes." He found a comfortable riche and 
sat down, pulling out the little notebook in which he wrote little stories and poems. As night fell, he covered 
Hannes with a blanket and then wrapped himself in one as well, returning to his little niche where he was out 


of the wind. 


He awoke to a gray dawn, and a silence that almost rang in his ears, accustomed as they'd grown to the near- 
constant thunder of artillery and the closer, sharp chatter of rifle and machine gun fire. Par checked on 
Hannes once more; the young man appeared to be sleeping comfortably so he felt safe in leaving him long 
enough to get some coffee and bread for breakfast. After eating, he sat back down and began a poem, trying 
to express the emotions he wasn't entirely sure he could identify, regarding the sudden quiet in the middle of 


the war. 


Joakim finished his own coffee and hurried to remove the tarp and plywood from his piano. Sitting down, he ran 
through a couple of scales to check the tuning - it was a little off, but nothing too terrible, and only to be 
expected considering it had been jolted in a wagon and then clumsily manhandled into the trench - and then he 
played Carol of the Bells, a personal favorite. By the time he finished, half the platoon had gathered around 


him. "Will you all sing with me, then?" he asked with a smile. 
"Sure, of course," they answered. 


Picking the carol he knew all of them would know, Joakim struck a few chords and started singing, "Stille Nacht, 
heilige Nacht... Alles schläft; einsam wacht.." and the rest of the men gathered around the piano joined in as a 


light snow started to fall. 


As the song ended, the same tune echoed across No Man's Land, with the words being sung in English this 
time: "Silent night, holy night... All is calm, all is bright." The Germans remained quiet in respect while the 
Englishmen sang. 


Hannes opened his eyes, blinking a little in confusion when the only sound he heard was the singing of 
Christmas carols. He sat up and rubbed his eyes, then picked up his fallen cap and shook the snow from it. He 
pushed himself to his feet and wobbled unsteadily towards the nearest ladder. He was already halfway out of 


the trench when Par realized he'd moved. 


"Hannes!" the older man called, certain he was about to see his young friend killed, knowing he couldn't get up 
the ladder quickly enough to pull Hannes back before the British on the other side of No Man's Land shot him 


down. 


In the English trench, Chris saw a head appearing above the German trench and ordered his men to prepare 
for an attack. But no other silhouettes appeared against the sky, and the lone figure walked hesitantly, hands in 
the air and appearing unarmed. A few men lifted their rifles, but something about the way the man moved 


told Chris that this was no attack. "Stop!" he called. And then he started to ascend his own ladder. 
"Chris, what are you doing?" Tommy yelled, aghast at his cousin's recklessness. 


Chris ignored Tommy for the moment, carefully stepping out of the trench with his own hands up and moving 
to intercept the man bold enough to emerge onto No Man's Land. 


Hannes, his vision still blurring at random moments, made his wobbly way towards the man walking towards 
him from the other side. He stopped and looked at the other man and solemnly offered his hand in greeting. 
"Frohe Weihnachten," he said. 


"Frohe Weihnachten," Chris said in return, having learned some German in school. "Happy Christmas." He shook 


the taller man's hand with a faint smile. 


Other men came piling out of both trenches, leaning their rifles against the barbed wire barriers and shaking 
hands with their counterparts from the other side and exchanging tentative greetings. Tommy came puffing up 
with the last of Chris's platoon, having run back for his guitar. 


Joakim's face lit up when he saw the guitar. Par immediately joined them, knowing that Joakim only spoke 
German. The three men got into a quick conversation about music, then Joakim grabbed a couple of the 
beefier men from the platoon and ran back to the trench with ropes. Amidst grunting and groaning, the three 


of them managed to hoist the piano out of the trench and carry it into the middle of No Man's Land. 


Meanwhile, someone produced a football and the majority of the men started a free-for-all game. A few 
others headed back to the trenches to return with wine, beer, and assorted foodstuffs, which they shared 
freely. Hannes and Chris hunted out pieces of wood broken from the barricades due to shelling and fashioned a 


cross. Chris took out a penknife and carved CHRISTMAS 19/4 into it, then they planted it into the ground near 


Joakim's piano. 


Par pulled out his Bible and read the story of the Nativity in German, then one of the British soldiers recited 
the Nativity story in English. Tommy and Joakim, with help in translating from Par, figured out what Christmas 
carols they both knew how to play and started an impromptu concert, leading off with 0 Holy Night and ending 
with Carol of the Bells. Quite a few of the men sang along in their own language, the blend of English and 


German sounding eerily beautiful over the area 


Darkness fell, and the two groups continued to mingle, with men exchanging hats and buttons and other small 
trinkets. Chris gave Hannes a Christmas postcard, with his address written on it. "Perhaps, when all this is 
over, we can meet and talk of this day, the day we made friends with one another," he said softly. "Perhaps 
it's wrong of me to say it, but | believe this war is nothing but madness, and shouldn't be happening.’ 


"| agree, and l'm not sure | can bring myself to kill anymore," Hannes confessed. Just then, the two looked up 
as the sounds of artillery fire in the distance broke the peacefulness they'd enjoyed all day. "| suppose that 
means our truce must also come to an end," the blond sighed He hugged Chris and handed him a bar of 
chocolate after scrawling his own address on the wrapper, and a tie pin with the insignia of the Van Dahl 


company on it. "Be safe, Chris.” 


"Be safe, Hannes," Chris replied, seeing Tommy shaking hands with Par and Joakim before the three headed 
back to their own sides. He clasped Hannes's hand once more, then the two hurried towards their respective 
trenches as the blast of artillery shells became visible not far up the line. They both dove into shelter just as 
a shell struck the piano, which had been left behind in everyone's hurry to get under cover when the shelling 
started up again. 


Joakim groaned. "All the work of getting that here, and | only got to play it for one day," he mourned. 
"Better the piano than you," Par pointed out. 


"I know, but it doesn't mean I'm happy about losing the piano," Joakim said. He reluctantly picked up his rifle but 
didn't move towards his post. "This feels wrong." 


"I agree," Hannes said quietly as he picked up his rifle. "Chris... all those men.. they are not so different from 
us. They have lives, families.. why are we fighting? Because some nobleman was killed and the killer escaped to 
France, so the Kaiser decided to punish all of France for his deed?" He set his rifle back down. "I can't do this 


anymore." 


"Christ, Hannes, do you want to be court-martialed?" Par asked. "Thank God you have a concussion, if anyone 
was to report you for saying that, | can safely say you're not right in the head at the moment. Sit down in 
cover and stay there, your medical condition makes it unsafe for you to use a gun. As for the rest of you... 
don't fire until you're fired upon. Can't do anything about the shelling, but | won't be the one to order an 
attack." 


"Good," Joakim said, looking marginally less unhappy. "That man Tommy is a fine musician. | wish we could have 


spoken directly, which reminds me, thank you for translating for us, Par." 


"You're welcome," Par said. He noticed that over the next few days, very little rifle or machine gun fire came 
from the opposite side of No Man's Land, and what shots were fired landed at least twenty meters in front of 
the trench. He also realized that the men of his platoon all adjusted their own aim to about twenty meters in 


front of the British trench, but he pretended he didn't notice. But by the New Year, the platoon was rotated 


out, sent from their position near Ypres to a new position in the Argonne Forest near Verdun. 


In the British trenches, Chris spotted the same phenomenon, and he also pretended he didn't. In addition, he 
noticed that the men of his platoon almost universally stopped referring to their opponents by such 
derogatory and uncomplimentary names as Huns or Boche. By the New Year, his platoon was rotated out of 
the position they'd manned since the beginning, moved from the trenches near Ypres to trenches near Neuve 


Chapelle. 
RK KK 

Christmas Eve Day 1924, a hotel in Ypres 

Hannes paced nervously in the lobby of the hotel as he waited for two men he hadn't seen in a decade. 


He, Joakim, and Par had all survived the war, although not completely unscathed. He'd lost the hearing in his 
right ear after his rifle jammed and exploded, and he'd been fortunate that he hadn't been killed or maimed 
when it happened. Par, always one to look after everyone else's safety before his own, had nearly succumbed 
to a gas attack when he stayed in the trench until everyone else was out. Luckily, he and Joakim remained by 
the ladder and saw him fall; Joakim jumped into the trench while holding his breath and carried the smaller 
man out, at the cost of breaking and dislocating his kneecap in his mad dash to get above the gas once more. 
Both men mostly recovered, but Pär's lungs were scarred, and he remained susceptible to every cold and 
cough that went around. Hannes considered it a miracle that the older man hadn't died in the flu pandemic 
after the war. Joakim's knee healed badly due to a delay in being treated; he needed a brace and cane to walk 
more than a few steps and his kneecap would pop out of place every so often, forcing him to hit it to force it 


back into place. 


Wanting to help his friends after the war, Hannes asked his father to offer them positions within the family's 
jewelry business. The senior Van Dahl, already concerned about what the terms of the surrender might mean 
for the German economy, took advantage of their Dutch-sounding surname and sent Hannes to Amsterdam to 
open a branch of the business there, with Joakim and Par as his junior partners in it. The partnership worked 
out well, as Pär proved to be an excellent accountant and business manager, while Joakim's jocular personality 
let him set customers at ease as they made their choices and also let him establish a camaraderie with the 
gemstone dealers, often leading to good deals. Hannes himself had grown up learning the fine points of 
evaluating gemstones and crafting jewelry, creating the pieces which drew the customers into the business in 


the first place. 


His skill also brought him his wife, Floor, the daughter of one of the larger gemstone dealers in the city; he 


first met her when he and Joakim were meeting with her father at his office, where she worked as a file 


clerk A few days later, she came into his establishment shopping for a gift for her mother's birthday. She 
knew what stones she wanted, and Hannes helped her choose a design for the setting. When she returned for 
the completed piece, he asked her on a date. They'd been married nearly three years now, and had a two- 
year-old daughter. Par and Joakim remained single, although they both had steady lady friends, and Hannes had 


noticed Joakim looking at the selection of engagement rings with some interest in recent days. 


"Papa, Papal" a small voice interrupted his musing, quickly followed by a small figure dashing over to wrap her 


arms around his legs. 
Hannes bent and scooped his daughter into his arms. "Hello, Freja, did you and Mama have fun on your walk?" 
"We saw a big doggy!" Freja said. "It had a bow on!" 


Floor laughed as she joined her husband and daughter. "That's right, the big doggy had a very pretty red bow 
around its neck. All dressed up for Christmas!" She grinned as she added to Hannes, "All the toy shops we 
passed, all the chocolatiers, and what impressed her the most? A big shaggy dog with a bow!" 


Hannes chuckled "Maybe for her birthday?" he suggested. "If such things still interest her then, of course." 
"| wouldn't mind," Floor said with a smile. "lm surprised Joakim and Par aren't here waiting with you." 


"Oh, we are," Joakim said from a settee half-hidden behind a large and leafy potted plant. "But Hannes was 
determined to wear a path in the carpet and my knee isn’t up to such activity." 


"And of course, | find conversations much easier when l'm sitting still," Par added. "It's especially difficult to 


converse when I'm trying to keep pace with your husband and his long legs." 


Floor laughed again and Hannes admitted defeat, sitting on another settee with Floor beside him and Freja on his 


lap and they all chatted as they waited for the expected arrivals. 


FEKK 


As they got off the train in Ypres, Tommy gave Chris a nervous glance. "I can't believe we're doing this," he 
said. "| can't believe you talked me into saying yes to the whole idea 


"Well, if nothing else, | might get material for another book out of it," Chris said. After the war, he'd returned 
to the family estate, only to feel both restless and suffocated there. Several of his mother's friends came 
visiting, bringing along their eligible daughters, all of whom seemed quite eager to meet him until they got a 
look at the burn scars marring his face and arms, burns he'd received while pulling a downed pilot from the 


flaming wreckage of his aeroplane. 


After the third such incident, Chris set out for Paris, becoming flatmates with Tommy and meeting a group of 


other expatriate Brits and Americans, many of whom wrote for newspapers and magazines. Intrigued by the 


idea and finding writing cathartic, Chris submitted several stories to various publications. A major publishing 


house had just bought his first novel, which was to be released in spring. 


Tommy chuckled. "You mean my life doesn't give you enough material? I'm hurt!" The roguish Frenchman had 
become a popular jazz guitarist in the Parisian cabarets and music halls. He seemed to have a different woman 
on his arm every week, joking that they all left him when they discovered he couldn't dance. He walked with an 
odd, drunken lurch as well, due to having lost several toes to trench foot, and often joked that as a result, he 


needed to be drunk in order to walk in a straight line. 


"I still cant believe Hannes kept my address all those years," Chris said. "I'm just glad | hadn't yet left for Paris 
when his first letter came." He hailed a taxi and requested the hotel they'd agreed to meet at. 


The two men collected their luggage and entered the hotel. Hannes spotted them first, smiling to see that 
Tommy had a guitar case with him and that Chris wore the Van Dahl company tie tack. His eyes grew distant 
as he remembered that Christmas Day ten years earlier, and he gently set Freja on Floor's lap. Standing up, he 
stepped forward with a smile, followed by Joakim and Par, and holding out his hand. "Frohe Weihnachten," he 
said. 


"Frohe Weihnachten," Chris said in return. "Happy Christmas." He shook the taller man's hand with a smile, then 


hugged him. "It's wonderful to see you, Hannes!" he exclaimed. 

"Yes, it's good to see you," Tommy echoed. "Joakim, Par, its good to see you as well” He spotted Floor and 
Freja hanging back as the men exchanged greetings and asked, "Which of you is the fortunate fellow to have 
that angel and little cherub in his life?" 


"Oh, Hannes, of course," Joakim said, speaking in heavily accented English. "Par and | are not handsome enough 
to attract such beauty to ourselves." 


Tommy smiled. "Joakim! You speak English now?" 

"Not well, but yes," Joakim said. "I learn for business. Par is goot teacher." 

Floor, Freja, come and meet our friends," Hannes said. "Gentlemen, this is my wife, Floor, and our daughter 
Freja Floor, this is Chris Rérland and Tommy Johanssen, the men from across No Man's Land, with whom we 
celebrated Christmas ten years ago." 

‘Its good to meet you both," Floor said with a smile. Freja gave a little wave and then hid her face in her 
mother's skirts. "Ill bring her upstairs and settle her with the nanny, Hannes, but I'll be down to join you all for 
dinner." 


Hannes picked up his daughter and gave her a kiss before passing her back to Floor. "All right, love." 


Joakim looked at Tommy with a grin. "You bring guitar.. they have piano here. We play together?" 


"O Holy Night to start with?" Tommy asked with a grin of his own 
Par chuckled. "Should | plan on reading from the Bible as well?" he asked. 


"If you want," Chris said with a smile. "For all it was unplanned, | think that was one of the most moving 


services l've ever attended... even if you're not a minister." 


"Maybe when we make our excursion tomorrow," Par said. "I think tonight is for celebrating that we're all here 
and all still friends." 


"I think you're right," Hannes agreed. "Jocke, Tommy, shall we get to the music?" 


They played and sang for a couple of hours, much to the pleasure of the other hotel guests. When Floor 
returned, she joined in the singing as well, her powerful soprano ringing out in contrast to the men's deeper 
voices. After a late dinner, they attended midnight services at the local church before returning to the hotel 
for the night. 


FEKE 


On Christmas Day, the five men traveled several kilometers south of the town, growing quiet as they started 
to recognize the area. Hannes drove more slowly, then stopped the car. "I think this is it," he said softly. 


"I think you're right," Chris agreed. They got out of the car, walking carefully over to where the remnants of 
barricades edging trenches that had only partially collapsed from ten years of weather marked the place called 


No Man's Land. 


Joakim, his eyes down to watch for uneven ground that would cause him to lose his balance or wrench his bad 
knee, spotted something. He stooped to pick it up, tears slowly trickling down his face. "Yes, this is place," he 
said, holding out the little object. 


It took Hannes a moment to recognize the thing as an ivory piano key, but he also teared up when he realized 


what Joakim held "We should make a new cross," he said. "Our original one is gone." 
"Yes," Chris said. 


Hannes, Joakim, and Par instinctively turned towards the German trench, while Chris and Tommy moved to the 
British trench. At first, they started to chuckle, but then Par grew serious. "Actually, let's get one piece of 


wood from each trench... the two pieces will unite, just as we have." 


And they did just that, prying boards from the walls of the trenches, then notching them to fit together 
tightly. Working together, they carved IN4 Christmas Truce on the crosspiece, then added, Lest We Forget on 


the upright. They dug enough of a hole to keep it upright and added rocks around the base for more stability. 
They stood with their arms around each other, just staring at their work. 


"We became brothers on that day," Hannes finally said. 


"Brothers forever," Chris agreed. 


